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Introduction
With 3.4 million hectares, permanent grassland covers
25.8% of Italian U.A.A. (Usable Agricultural Area). Most
of this is located in hilly and mountainous areas and is
important for the stability of the soil even if their
productivity is low. Alfalfa and annual forages cover 1.8
million hectares (C.R.P.A. 2010). Italy’s large longitudinal
extension (between latitudes 35° and 47° N), delivers a
great variety of climates (Fig. 1). The northern regions
bordering the rest of Europe differ greatly from the
southern regions surrounded by the Mediterranean Sea.
The Po Valley in northern Italy is characterized by hot
summers and severe winters, while the areas closer to the
sea along the peninsula rarely have temperatures that reach
zero C° in winter. Climate ranges from temperate to
Mediterranean sub-oceanic (inland northern and central
regions), while some coastal areas and most of the south
generally fit the Mediterranean climate (Simoniello et al.,
2008). In Italy the average annual rainfall of 1000 mm/year
is much higher than the European average (650 mm/year),
but only a limited portion is used because of the irregular
distribution, in different areas and throughout the year
(Natali et al. 2009). Rainfall decreases from the northern

Figure1. Map of the climatic regions of Italy, obtained by
reworking the classified Climate from CNCP (NationalCenter
for Pedological Cartography) at 8 km (http://www.soilmaps.it/
l) (Simoniello et al. 2008).
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regions, where it is more evenly distributed during the year,
to the southern areas where the summer is drier than in the
north. The variability of environmental conditions and
farming systems has led to the inclusion of many species
adapted to different environments in the National List.

National catalogue of herbage varieties
The Italian Catalogue of varieties of agricultural plant
species (including herbage species) was set up by Law n°
1096 of 1971. It is published yearly to comply with the
provisions of Directive 2002/53/EC on the Common
Catalogue of varieties of agricultural plant species.
Varieties may be added to the National Catalogue and the
Common Catalogue if they meet the requirements
prescribed for Distinctness, Uniformity and Stability
(DUS), and Value of Cultivation and Use (VCU).
Candidate varieties are tested through special tests to verify
that they meet the required standards (Giolo et al. 2010;
MIPAAF, 2012). Varieties have to be included on a
National List or the Common Catalogue before they can be
certified and marketed. The National Catalogue of Herbage
Varieties (updated to March 2013) includes 797 varieties,
of which 183 are grasses (forage), 391 are legumes and
other species (annual and perennial) and 223 are
turfgrasses.
Over the past 10 years there has been a gradual
decrease in new forage species varieties and a greater
interest in turfgrass varieties in the Italian Catalogue (Fig.
2). In particular the number of new entries for grasses
(forage) on the Italian List of fodder species has remained
stable, while there has been a downward trend for
Mediterranean legumes, even if there is widespread interest
in their use in low-input oriented agriculture and for nonproductive purposes such as erosion control, soil organic
matter improvements, etc (Ledda 2000). Italian herbage
seed production does not cover the needs of the market and
breeding of many minor species with limited markets is
problematic and less profitable.
There has been growing interest in the organic farming
system, but the sector is facing difficulties in applying
Community legislation (EU), which requires the use of
organic seed. This is highlighted by the increase in the
amount of seed requested to disparage the use of
conventional seed: from 5,145 t in 2005 to 9.431 t in 2011
(INRAN ENSE data).
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objectives even in the breeding activity with plans focused
on reducing energy demands for crop production, while
ensuring high quality of the harvest and good yield (Fess et
al. 2011).
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Figure 2. Number of entry varieties in the Italian Herbage
Catalogue (1999 – 2012).

INRAN ENSE (National Institute for Research on
Food and Nutrition) is the official body that coordinates
and conducts DUS and VCU tests on behalf of the Ministry
of Agriculture, Food and Forestry Policies (MIPAAF). The
network of field trials includes seven locations for VCU
spread from the north to the south of the peninsula in order
to evaluate the different characteristics of adaptation (e.g.,
perennial species with persistence problems).

Conclusion
For the future it is suggested that better screening be
conducted through specific VCU tests for enrolling
varieties in the National Catalogue. The purpose is to select
varieties able to withstand the stress of climate change,
better water use efficiency and resilience of vegetation
cover. This will also lead to a rationalization of the
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